Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection

Utah State University Special Collections &
Archives

12-1-2022

Interview with John Mortensen
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid

Recommended Citation
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives, "Interview with John Mortensen" (2022). Utah State
University COVID-19 Oral History Collection. 69.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid/69

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by
the Utah State University Special Collections & Archives
at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@USU. For more information, please
contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

USU COVID-19 2022 Oral History
TRANSCRIPTION COVER SHEET
Interviewee(s):

John Mortensen

Place of interview:
Date of interview:

Merrill-Cazier Library Fife Room
April 1, 2022

Interviewer(s):
Recordist:
Photographer:

Todd Welch, Tameron Williams
Todd Welch

Recording equipment: Zoom H5 Handy digital audio recorder; Senal ENG-18RL omnidirectional
microphone
Transcription equipment: NCH Express Scribe Transcription Software with Power Player foot pedal.
Transcribed by/date: Pioneer Transcription Services/Alissa Snook/10 June 2022
Transcript proofed by/date: John Mortensen/10 October 2022
Brief description of interview: In this oral history interview with John Mortensen, the Associate Vice
President of Academic & Instructional Services, Mr. Mortensen addresses his role in aiding faculty in the
classroom with keeping both themselves and students safe from COVID-19 and the many challenges his
team faced in that time.
References:

TW:
JM:

Todd Welch
John Mortensen

NOTE: Interjections during pauses, transitions in dialogue (such as “umm”), and false starts and stops in
conversations are not included in transcribed. All additions to transcript noted with brackets.
TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, April 1st, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This afternoon I am interviewing Associate Vice President for
Academic and Instructional Services, Mr. John Mortensen. This is another oral history interview
for the Covid Collection Project.
Good afternoon, Mr. Mortensen.

JM:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So when did you start your career at USU [Utah State University] and what different positions
have you served in during your USU [Utah State University] career?

JM:

I’ve been here a long time. I’ve been here since 1983 as a student, got my bachelor’s and master’s
degree. While working on master’s degree I taught classes for the Department of Business
Information Systems and Education, and after I finished my degree and was working full-time, I
continued to do that as an adjunct for another ten years on top of my full-time work. My first full-
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time position was as an Assistant Director in Career Services. From there I was invited to be an
Assistant to the Vice President for Student Services, working with technology and information.
Held that position for another four years and then I was the Director of what was then University
Advising and Transition Services. I was over the university advising and new student orientation,
as well as a lot of information like the catalog, major requirement sheets, first-semester suggested
schedules, course articulation, those types of things. After eight years in that position, I was asked
to be the Registrar and served in that role for five years, and then I was asked to be an Assistant
Vice President for Student Affairs over enrollment and retention. I served in that role for seven
years.
[02:00]
And then approximately three and a half years ago there was a structural change and I became an
Assistant Vice President for Academic and Instructional Services and now it’s an Associate Vice
President for Academic and Instructional Services. So I’ve been here as a full-time employee for
over 32-1/2 years.
TW:

So what are the roles and responsibilities of the Associate Vice President for Academic and
Instructional Services?

JM:

So with this change in structure about three and a half years ago, my responsibilities changed
quite a bit. I maintained a title of Assistant VP [Vice President] at the time, but I went from
overseeing a lot of units like Admissions, Registration, Financial Aid, to now I was assigned to
work on projects. And so as the different projects would come up, I’d be given different
assignments. So I went from having ten units report to me to being a one-man show, with
whatever projects or assignments I was given. Probably one of the assignments that I was
working on the most just prior to Covid-19 was a classroom utilization initiative. I don’t know the
whole background behind it, but it’s my understanding that the legislature passed something that
basically said that universities should not be requesting more money for buildings or classrooms
or anything like that unless we could prove that we were utilizing the resources we already had.
And so what came of that was I was asked to chair a working group to look into that. Prior to my
involvement, there had already been some work by others on that working group team to pull data
and so forth.

[04:00]
So I was kind of brought in to that process after it had already started and some of our main
responsibilities at the time were, with classrooms for example, there were two things they were
trying to measure. One was room utilization and the standard for that they were seeking was that
if you base it off of a 45-hour work week, basically eight to five plus lunch times five, 45 hours,
they expected us to be using the classrooms 75% of the time or 33.75 hours per week. In addition
to that, they looked at station occupancy. So for all of these rooms, they expected us to have a
station occupancy of at least 67%. And so that was one thing that was being measured. Another
thing that they wanted us to look at were rooms designated as classroom laboratories, and those
had different measures. And so this working group started out by tackling what were defined as
classrooms and the target to have these goals met was the fall of 2025. We were on track on the
classroom part of it. We hadn’t started on the classroom labs, but on the classroom part we were
on track to actually have that done by fall of 2020. We were just gung ho, going and looking at
classrooms, how they were being used, moving things around. So, for example, if there was a
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class that only traditionally had 40 students in it but it was 100-seat classroom, we moved it to a
smaller room.
[06:00]
And we were just in the process for fall 2020 of moving things around into smaller rooms. And so
basically, for fall of 2020, we ended up changing the schedule at least five different times. One
version was we typically rollover from one fall semester to the next. So we had taken fall 2019,
rolled it over to fall 2020, sent that out to departments. They responded back. And this is me
working in conjunction with the academic scheduling office. And so they were preparing these
schedules based on the changes that they do year after year after year. So they had the original
rollover, plus these changes that came in, and then as we tried to improve the classroom
utilization, we then took that and started moving things around based off of historical enrollment,
trying to put them in a more appropriate size classroom. If there were classrooms that weren’t
being used throughout the day, we tried to juggle things around to fill them more so we got better
at that room utilization. And we felt like, with those changes that we had made, that we were
going to meet that part of the goal early. And then Covid happened. Which, for that initiative,
flipped it completely on its head because here we are trying to take classes from large rooms and
put them into smaller rooms. We were looking at these rooms prior to Covid saying, You know,
we don’t have as many of these classes like we used to, that had 500 people or more, or even 300
people or more. Those were becoming very, very rare. I mean, there was already a transition to
online before Covid. It was gradual, though. And then all of the sudden, Covid hit.
[08:00]
And so one of the first conversations that I was brought into with Covid was what are we going to
do about social distancing. And so where I was already working with the classrooms and space,
that was one of the first things I was charged with, is what’s that going to look like in these
classrooms. And so initially, I mean, when people first bring it up it sounds like, oh that’s not that
hard of a job. We need to have six feet in between people, but not knowing what the legal part of
this might be. If somebody comes back and says, Oh, you got two chairs too close there. This
person got sick and died. Who’s responsible for that? You know, I mean, everything was so
unknown that I was nervous about coming up with anything without having a lot of input on it.
And I’ll just give you a few examples. Initially everybody was saying six feet in between. Is that
six feet from my shoulder to the next person’s shoulder? Or is that six feet from the center of me
to the center of another person? And as we got looking at things, and I’ll use an auditorium in Old
Main as an example. If you’ve got somebody sitting on the first seat on the first row in that
auditorium, where does the next person sit? And so we went over it and we measured those seats
and they were only 20 inches apart. So if I need to have six feet between that first person and the
next person, one seat is 20 inches, two seats 40, three is 60. That’s only five feet. So you’d have
to have four seats in between people. So basically you would use seat number one, seat number
six, seat number 11, depending on the size of the room. And then in those auditoriums those seats
are still close together, but initially we were thinking, Okay, well you’re going to have to skip a
row and then go back a row and so forth.
[10:01]
After a lot of conversations and getting people to actually go to these rooms and see what the
problem was, I realized how complicated this whole thing was. Plus we’ve got different types of
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rooms. We’ve got rooms with fixed tables and movable chairs. We’ve got rooms with movable
desks. All kinds of things. So, for me, it took a lot longer than I had thought it would just to come
up with what the new social distance caps would be for some of these rooms. And just as an
example, what we ended up doing in most of the rooms was saying it would be seven feet center
of me to center of the next person or five feet in between for the most part. We were given a little
bit of leeway on the auditoriums as well. But initially I went and just got some PVC pipe and cut
one six feet long, five feet long, four feet long, and went in these rooms with other people so they
could actually see, We’re not going to be able to fit near as many people in here as we thought.
So just as an example, our largest classroom on campus, ESLC [Eccles Science Learning Center]
130 normally seats 489 students. That got reduced down to 97. Our biggest classroom on campus
could hold 97 students. When it was all said and done, we only had seven classrooms that could
hold 40 or more students. Only seven. And so as we were looking at that, you know, we already
had different instructional methods for the classes. We already had face-to-face and blended faceto-face and online and IVC [Interactive Video Conference] classes, but a new category called
hybrid face-to-face was introduced, where the instructor would have some of the students there
face-to-face, but they would also be using Zoom to broadcast.
[12:09]
And then they would be responsible for assigning which students could come on which days. And
so some of these classes that were traditionally large were still able to meet, but maybe the
student would only go one and three days instead of every day in person, and the other days they
would join on Zoom. It’s my understanding that that delivery method was not well-liked by
faculty because now they’re trying to cater to two audiences, those who are right there versus
those who are on the Zoom. In comparison to the ones that had small classes and were able to just
do truly face-to-face or 100% Zoom, I think they had a better experience because they weren’t
trying to cater to two audiences. In fact, some of these classes that were hybrid face-to-face, when
I would occasionally go around and see how things were going, I’d see rooms with one student in
it, that the students had just, I’m just going to decide to stay at home and go remote as opposed to
going there in person. I was glad to hear that we are no longer doing the hybrid face-to-face, but it
served its purpose, especially in the beginning. And so basically that was one of my main
responsibilities was first determining what the social distance caps would be. I don’t know if you
want to see it now, but I do have some materials I brought with me to kind of show how I did
that. But then after we determined these capacities, in the meantime the scheduling office is
working with departments to find out how they’re going to deliver their classes. For me
personally, I was not involved in the adjustment during spring of 2020.
[14:05]
That was other people. How are we going to finish off the semester? You know, we had the week
that we took off, then came back. That didn’t impact me hardly at all.
TW:

So what did you do during that time?

JM:

That’s when I started diving into the classrooms and the social distancing and all of that stuff. But
at that point everything kind of went remote. But as far as what faculty and how they were going
to deal with the rest of that semester, I was not involved in that part of it. I was more looking
ahead at where do we go from here. And, you know, helping with the definition of new
instructional methods going forward. With the social distancing, too, I was encouraged to bring a
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few department heads into the mix to make sure they were on board with these decisions as far as
social distancing and so forth. One of my frustrations was already on. You know, you can talk
about it and people kind of envision in their head what it’s going to look like, but until they’re
actually in the room and see, No, we can’t fit that many people if we’re going to stay that far
apart. I think it was really eye-opening for a lot of people. We then started looking at, Are there
other large locations that we could utilize in the fall. So basically that summer we ended up going
remote. Everything was either online or Zoom. And we didn’t have in-person classes that summer
of 2020. But looking forward to fall, we were looking, What are some other options. I mean, we
looked at the Spectrum. We looked at the Student Center Ballroom and so forth. When it came
right down to it, the only additional space that we ended up using was the Eccles Conference
Center.
[16:07]
We had talked about using the ballroom. The Spectrum was going to be very problematic, trying
to have a class in that big area. The ballroom was a standby and the Student Center was willing to
let us consider using that for some of these larger classes. But most of those ended up going
online or on Zoom, the very largest classes, and so we didn’t end up needing to use those. But we
did use the Eccles Conference Center auditorium, and then we did use the other rooms in the
Eccles Conference Center. Mostly we put math recitations in those rooms. So that was another
piece of it, what we did.
TW:

What about performing arts, like music practice rooms or the theater productions? Were you
involved in any social distancing there?

JM:

Only upon request. So many of our classrooms are centrally scheduled, but there are some rooms
that are for a specific purpose that can’t be used for general use. Like a lot of those music rooms
have pianos in them or whatever. Those are scheduled through the department. And so when it
came to the social distancing an invitation was given to those departments, that if they wanted
some help laying out those rooms, they could call me. And so there were, I’m guessing, about 30
or 40 other rooms besides those that are centrally scheduled that we were asked to go and look at
and help them out.

TW:

What about computer labs? I mean, is that not part of your scope?

JM:

No, uh-uh [negative]. Not the computer labs. But again, Gary Egbert had us come in and help
with that as well. So we consulted, I guess, in those matters, but it was a space that wasn’t
centrally scheduled.

[18:07]
It was pretty much up to the academic departments to figure out how they were going make that
work.
TW:

And in terms of consulting, were you in touch with people at USU [Utah State University]
Eastern or at Brigham City?

JM:

Yes, yes. So when we came up with the standards that we were going to use as far as marking the
classrooms, I shared those with them and then one of the administrators on those campuses came
up with whatever their numbers were going to be. But even with them, classes that traditionally
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were broadcast through the IVC [Interactive Video Conference] system were broadcast with
Zoom and students were able to participate in those classes from home or from other locations
during that time.
TW:

Did you coordinate or communicate with any of your counterparts at other Utah universities?

JM:

I did not. I know Robert Wagner did somewhat, and I think we probably went above and beyond
what most of them did, as far as the way we marked our rooms and so forth. You know, I don’t
want to get too ahead of myself, but one of the things… The first year, then, for fall of 2020, you
know, a lot of the focus was getting these rooms marked and, I mean, there’s so many hands that
were a part of this, Facilities and others. But, you know, we had, like, ‘Sit here’ stickers that
would actually go in the different locations and so if you had a room with lots of seats, in some
cases, Facilities actually took out, if they were like rooms with movable chairs, in some instances,
Facilities just pulled the extra chairs out of the room. If it was a room with fixed seating, then ‘Sit
here’ stickers were placed either on the chairs or on the floor or somewhere obvious so students
would know where to sit and where not to sit so they could maintain that social distancing.

[20:10]
There were other signs that were put in rooms. For a lot of rooms where there were two entrances,
they would mark some doors as ‘Enter only,’ other doors as ‘Exit only’ for the flow within the
room. All of the rooms were provided with masks. All of the rooms were provided with hand
sanitizer. I mentioned how many times we changed the schedule, and I want to back to that for a
second. So we had our original schedule that rolled. Then we had the schedule that was provided
by departments. And then after Covid hit, then the department heads went through and they had
to go in and let us know. And this all happened after registration opened. The decision was made
to have registration open when it normally did, the second week of April. So, yeah, registration
opened the second week of April, and so students started registering because everything was still
kind of up in the air at that time. We didn’t know if we were going to be back to normal in the
fall. And so at least at that time we were moving ahead as if things were going to be normal.
Well, in the meantime, we’re behind the scenes trying to move things into larger classrooms and
so on. So after registration opened, departments, I believe they had until June 1st to let us know
how they planned on teaching those classes in the fall. So if they had a face-to-face, were they
going to move it web broadcast or Zoom, were they going to move it to online, and so forth. And
they were told that any class over a certain size had to go remote because we didn’t have a room
big enough to handle these classes that normally would seat 250 or whatever. And so we were
collecting—we—the scheduling office was collecting all of these changes in instruction.
[22:07]
In the meantime, registration’s open and students are seeing, at that time, a normal schedule.
After that June 1st deadline came, then the scheduling office started working to change all of these
classes over to whatever they were going to end up being, and then when they had that
information, then they started moving the individual class sections into rooms that were the
appropriate size, but as big as possible. So we go from moving things into the smallest room
possible to the biggest room possible, where the students can spread out. And then tackling the
whole hybrid face-to-face, all of those challenges that came along with that. So that was the third
modification of the schedule. Then we were told that we needed to, in each classroom, have
periods of time where the Facilities crew could come in and clean. And so we might have had
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some of these rooms booked all day long, and then all of the sudden, we had to go in and pull out
a class and put in a cleaning time. And so for some of the rooms that were booked throughout the
day, we had to displace maybe a couple classes because of the cleaning time. In the meantime,
we’ve got more and more classes deciding that they’re going to go remote. And so the changes
were almost constant, way more than ever, because of uncertainty of what things were going to
look like in the fall. So schedule gets modified again. Then we find out that there’s a number of
rooms on campus that have HVAC [Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning] issues, and we
can’t have any classes in those rooms. So then we have to take everything that’s in those rooms
that now have to come offline and figure out where to put them. And, you know, if we hadn’t had
the HVAC [Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning] issues or the cleaning issues, we might
not have needed to use the Eccles Conference Center.
[24:07]
But if more classes had stayed with some type of a face-to-face format, we would have had to
expand beyond that. I mean, we looked at other things as well, but as I mentioned, the main big
ones we were looking at were the Ballroom and we were looking possibly at some lounges or
computer labs to make them classrooms during that period of time. But fortunately we didn’t
need to do that. Another thing that was a part of this process is as we got closer to the start of
school, the question that came up was, so suppose a student as a class at 8:30 in the morning
that’s in person, and then they’ve got a class right after that that’s at 9:00 that’s Zoom. And
there’s 250 in that Zoom class. Where do they go? They’re not going to have time to go to their
apartment or home or whatever, so are there places on campus where they can go, put on their
headphones, and participate in their class with Zoom? So all of the computer labs were basically
enacted for that purpose. We came up with a list. Some of the smaller classrooms that might have
normally held 30 students, but because of social distancing we could only four or five in the
room, those were then used for that purpose, set aside for students, if they wanted to, to Zoom. I
don’t know how much that was used, but we did have a website where students could go and see
at different times of the day rooms that were available for them to just go sit down on the
computer and use Zoom to participate in classes. From what I saw when I went around, a few
rooms were used, but for the most part students would go to the library or they would go sit on a
couch in the Student Center or a lounge in one of the other buildings to do that, as opposed to
going to some of these smaller rooms.
[26:06]
Some of the classrooms were used by folks in AIS [Association for Information Systems] that do
classroom support, that they could be close by because a lot of the instructors were using some of
this technology for the first time ever, and they wanted to have different pods where people were
available kind of that could be there instantly if there was a problem. And so a lot of these really
small—well, 30’s not small for a regular class, but you can’t use those very much in social
distancing. And so there were several buildings where there was at least one location where there
were IT [Information Technology] people or AIS [Association for Information Systems]
classroom support people that were available if the faculty needed them to come in and support.
In addition, I mean, back in those classrooms too, there were a lot of different signs that went up.
I’m not sure who facilitated making these signs, but we helped make sure they were there about
wearing a face covering and washing your hands and practicing social distancing and all that
stuff. That’s basically how things went for fall of 2020 and spring of 2021.
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TW:

So what about the sciences and the labs where they had chemistry or biology labs? How did you
work out social distancing or configure that?

JM:

That was mainly up to the departments, but I can give you a few examples. So back in summer of
2021, I know that some of the labs we had were only half the size they normally would be. Like
the chemistry labs, instead of maybe having 24 people in them, they were capped at 12. I know in
some cases they were smaller. In some instances, they didn’t do the lab that semester and students
had to just take the lecture part and do the lab at a later time.

[28:07]
It varied class by class on how that would work, but, you know, probably the area that got
affected the most by all of this were some of the PE [Physical Education] Activity classes. There
weren’t very many of those that were able to be held in the beginning there. There were a few
classes that were surprisingly taught remote. There was, I think, a yoga class that was online and
a few others, but most of those PE [Physical Education] Activity classes just had to cancel. There
wasn’t much they could do. And then as we got toward the end of spring 2021, not knowing again
what fall 2021 would look like, there were signs that we did have outside of all of the regular
classrooms that basically said the social distancing cap for this room is such and such, and there
would be a number posted there. I was told to go and remove those. Because, with social
distancing, the caps for most of the rooms were somewhere around 25% of their normal capacity,
and we were going to up that to about 50%. And so I was told to replace all the signs right when
spring semester got over, put up new signs, and the capacity was at 50%. Within a week of that, I
was told to change them again to 70% and within a week of that, I was told to take them all down.
And so going into fall 2021, we didn’t do that, and instead we were told that we were going to be
doing more contact tracing. And I don’t know what that really looked like in fall of 2020 because
I was not involved with that.
[30:07]
But in fall of 2021, what we then did was, and I found out about this, I’ve got it in my notes here
somewhere…
TW:

Was this assigned seating, or what was the…?

JM:

Yes, it was basically. So with the contact tracing, I found out about this late in the afternoon on
Wednesday, August 18th, that we were going to go in and mark all the rooms, that Kevin Reeve
and his team were working on some algorithm that would show if students were sitting within a
certain distance of each other. And so the rooms were going to be at full capacity. They’d have
their regular capacities, but they were going to do this contact tracing. And so in that meeting, I
got a little bit more information about what that was going to look like. By the end of the day, I
had put something together on my computer and I actually walked it down to PDP [Publication,
Design, and Production] and asked them to start making letter and number labels to put on all of
the seating in all of these rooms so that students would have an assigned seat. So they might be on
row B, seat 3, and that would be their assigned seat. And then Kevin Reeve and his team set up an
app or a place where instructors would point their students to that they would go in and choose
their class, and they’d say, I’m in this class and I’m in seat B3. And then the way that algorithm
would work is it would look at anybody who was in C3 or D3 or C4 or D4, any of the
surrounding seats.
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[32:08]
So if somebody in B3, for example, ended up having Covid, they’d be able to go to this program
and see who was sitting in their surrounding seats. And then the Cares team or whoever, would
reach out to those students and say, Hey, you might have been exposed to Covid. Will you go get
tested? And then the idea being that if they find several people in that class that have it, that they
need to temporarily shut it down. And Robert or others could give you more of how that end of it
worked. I know that there were a couple classes that were temporarily down, but I’m not sure. I
think most of them were opened again.
TW:

Did they have the green, yellow, red, green, orange red system?

JM:

Yeah, hm-hmm [affirmative]. And so they know more about that end of it. My end of it was more
getting these rooms marked, which again, doesn’t sound like it’s that complicated until you get
into an auditorium. If you go into any room that’s rectangular seating, piece of cake. But even
that’s a little bit difficult because, like an auditorium, the seats are close together so you might go
row A, B, C, but in other places, like over in Huntsman Hall, where there’s fixed tables and
movable chairs, they’re a little bit further apart. And so it’s a little bit different. It was different
marking those rooms for social distancing the year before because they were spread out front to
back a little bit more, as opposed to an auditorium. But you get into a room where it’s more of a
V-shaped seating, like ESLC [Eccles Science Learning Center] 130 or some of those rooms in the
Fine Arts Center, and it’s a lot more complicated. I don’t want to get into the details of that, but it
took a lot more thinking and background into setting those up right so that the contact tracing
algorithm would pick it up.

[34:16]
And so you might have, maybe I’ll use this as an example, but let’s say you do have an
auditorium that on the very back row it’s 60 seats across. That would be like the ESLC [Eccles
Science Learning Center] 130. But you get down to the front and there might only be 15, 16 seats
across the front because of the way it angles out. Well, you can’t have the first seat be seat 1 and
the left be 16 and then on the back row, you go number one and 60. The algorithm’s not going to
pick that up. And so we had to kind of start from the middle and go out and then across the aisles
we’d have gaps in the numbering so that the algorithm could truly pick up the students who were
sitting around it. And so anyway, it was quite the complicated thing on those types of rooms. On
the other rooms, it was pretty simple. But some of them were problematic. And so we, like I
mentioned, found out about that the Wednesday a week and a half before classes started that the
following Wednesday was when the University Connections class started. And so we basically
had to have all of that done within that. That was a long week and weekend, to get that all in
place before the Connections classes started up. And then again we had departments, this was just
the centrally scheduled rooms. Then we had departments reaching out for us to come and mark
their rooms as well. How that’s worked, I mean, I’ve heard mostly positive about it. The stickers
have stayed on except, I have to admit when I went around to a lot of these rooms with movable
chairs, there’s no semblance of order whatsoever.
[36:08]
And so, in my opinion, those classes with movable chairs, it was pretty much a waste of time or, I
don’t know. I don’t know how you can control that.
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TW:

Did you have much interaction with the Covid Task Force team or Instruction or any direction
from the Covid Task Force team in either the initial, you know, or at any point?

JM:

No. All of my direction came directly from Robert Wagner.

TW:

Okay.

JM:

And so I didn’t interact with them that much. When we were doing the marking of all these
rooms, I did have Dave Pruden, who is in the Disability Resource Center, and his staff help a lot
with the marking of these rooms, and then again this part we coordinated, too, with the people on
all of the statewide campuses and got them the stickers and kind of let them know how this was
being done and so forth.

TW:

Are there any other, when you’re looking at year one, so the 2020-2021 and year two, the 20212022, are there any more comparisons/contrasting that you can think of, other than what you’ve
already added?

JM:

Well, and I probably should have brought this with me, one of the things I did keep track of was
individual enrollments in classes. And so I’ve got a report that shows, for example, fall 2019 how
many enrollments were in face-to-face versus online versus IVC [Interactive Video Conference],
and then we added to that, you know, the hybrid face-to-face and other categories. So we can see
how those enrollment patterns changed.

[38:07]
And then I did the same thing for fall 2021. I also did it for the spring semester. So, you know,
you see a huge drop in face-to-face from fall 2019 to fall 2020, and then you see an increase in
fall of 2021. And I believe the target they were asked to have was to have at least 75% of the
face-to-face classes offered in fall 2021 as we had in fall 2019, which we easily had. I think we
were somewhere around 82%, 83%. So we easily met that. But, to me, that’s kind of a futile
number. It doesn’t really matter how many. I’ll give you an example. You’ve got classes like
Continuing Graduate Advisement or something like that that’s on the books. You may have one
student enrolled. And then you’ve got an online class with 800 students. In that scenario, they
both count as one, even though one’s got one student and one’s got 800. So, for me, the more
telling part is how many actual enrollments did we have in one method versus another, and you
know, again, we saw that huge drop and then we saw a lot of that come back in fall 2021. And
looking at the class schedule for fall 2022—registration opens up in another week for that—you
can already see that it’s getting more and more back to the way it was.
TW:

So credit hours in face-to-face mode is coming?

JM:

It’s coming back. Hybrid face-to-face, there’s no classes on the schedule for that whatsoever. I
have seen changes, though, in student behavior. For example, there are some classes for which,
prior to Covid, there were face-to-face and online options, particularly some of the 3000-, 4000level business classes. Students could take it face-to-face or they could take it online.

[40:06]
And there was a good mix of that. There were a lot of students prior to this who did not want to
take online classes. They’d never had one before. They didn’t think they were going to have as
good of an experience, but they were forced to. Because of Covid there are some students who
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have vowed they’re never going to do an online class again. Because of Covid there’s some that
are converts to online. They like the flexibility. They’ve been able to get a job making 20 bucks
an hour and they want to be able to take classes around their work schedule, and online gives
them that flexibility. So at least last year with some of these upper division business classes, I’ve
seen the online class filled way, way, way before the face-to-face class. However, with some of
the entry-level math classes, the face-to-face fill up way before the online. So it depends on the
type of class, who the students are, but for some of the juniors and seniors, online is probably
more popular than it’s ever been. For classes that students traditionally struggle in, they want that
face-to-face experience. And so it does vary. It’s interesting to look at the data by course and see
some of those patterns of where students are migrating to.
TW:

So Covid has definitely been a catalyst at Utah State University, and I’m getting the sense from
the people we’ve been interviewing that USU [Utah State University] really rose to the occasion
and performed extremely well, exceeded I think what some of our sister universities around the
state were able to do.

[41:51]
But in your role and your job, what things that were catalysts because Covid made the change in
your regular job, let’s say it was the classroom utilization project or maybe some of the other
things, will remain changed due to Covid and what will go back to normal, like the utilization
where you had a goal of 2025 of being able to map out your room utilization, the station
occupancy, and the laboratories, other things?
JM:

As far as I know, that’s still the state goal, is to have that done by 2025. We’ve already talked
about that for fall 2022. We’ve done some preliminary things to go back. The working group met
for the first time in two years about two or three weeks ago to try to pick up where we left off.
We’re kind of going to wait to let the dust settle a little bit because some classes are still being
modified and built for fall right now. But registration starts in another week and, you know, a
couple of weeks into that, then we’re going to get back and look at the class’s historical
enrollment and what students see when they first register as far as the classroom location versus
what they are five months from now will probably look quite a bit different. But I just feel bad for
the schedulers because I don’t know how they keep up with all of these changes as much as
they’re coming in. But even the department heads, I mean, it’s hard to know. There are so many
variables there to know how many seats they should put in a class and what it’s going to actually
look like and how many do they have face-to-face versus online and so forth. So one of the first
things I do—every day I’ve got reports that are automatically emailed to me—and I will copy and
paste in that day’s numbers compared to what they were before to see what’s changed or what’s
filled up or whatever, so that we can work with departments and modify whatever we can.
Because obviously we want to accommodate as many students as we can.

[44:05]
TW:

So change is always present. I mean, before Covid, during Covid, after Covid, it’s just part of
your job.

JM:

Yeah, it was part of my job before, but especially now. I mean, there’s different ways that we’re
doing some things too that are unrelated to Covid that kind of complicate it. I mean, without
getting into details, just it used to be that classes were built, an online class was built cross-listed
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with 12 sections. So you’d have a Logan section, a Brigham section, a Salt Lake section, Tooele,
Eastern, Blanding. Now those are built as one section and the money is figured out behind the
scenes. It was built that way and it was, in some ways, an easy way to see how many students
were registered on each campus. But that’s going to be a different process this fall, which
involves a lot of rewriting of reports and other ways to present that information that we’re
working on, on top of all of this other stuff. In the long run, that’s going to be a great thing,
especially for the students. It’s not confusing. I want to take an online class. You just go register
for it and it will figure out where they are by their zip code. So on the student end of things, it’s
going to be a lot easier, but for the people who work here and are used to seeing things a certain
way, it’s not going to look the same.
TW:

So for you, as a USU [Utah State University] administrator, what do you take away as the biggest
lessons learned from the pandemic?

JM:

Let’s see. I just think, I mean, it’s just a testament to some of the great leaders we have here at the
institution, how responsive they’ve been. Not only responsive, but also proactive in anticipating
questions and things that might come up so they can be ahead of the game.

[46:06]
I know, especially going into fall 2020, that was a little frustrating because nobody knew what it
was really going to look like, and people wanted decisions as soon as possible so they could plan.
It’s especially hard when decisions are made during the summer when most of the faculty are
gone because a lot of these instructional method changes took place and the deadline was June 1st
to get those in. Well, most of the faculty were gone at the end of April or first of May, and so for
a department head to try to get ahold of their faculty and find out what’s going on, that was
especially hard that summer because a lot of those decisions had to be made when faculty weren’t
here. But, again, I mean, it’s just a testament to the great department heads and others that we
have of how they were able to respond, how open they were for input as they worked with people
in the city and others, you know, about their instructional methods, to be flexible, willing to learn
new technology that they might need to use to make their class operate. I think people were
willing to bend over backwards, especially for some of the faculty who may have been
susceptible to health issues or whatever. It’s interesting, without mentioning a specific name here,
but there’s a faculty member that I know was taking care of her elderly mother. And most of the
time I went without a mask and, you know, during all of Covid I took a full day and a half
working at home. The rest of the time I’ve been here on campus. And most of the time, you
know, in my office without a mask, but out publicly I’d have a mask on, especially around her
because she helped with some of the social distancing stuff.
[48:06]
I had a mask on all the time. But sometimes when I was around other people, I didn’t. But I
noticed when I was in her department, every single person had a mask on. And I think that’s one
of the things I learned, is that people don’t like to be told to wear a mask. But if they have a
reason to wear a mask, you know. If I just went up to a student and said, which I didn’t do, but
Would you put a mask on? They’re going to push back. But if you say, Hey, so and so’s got an
elderly mom, they don’t need to be asked. They’ll put it on out of respect. And so I think when
people know that people are in a circumstance where it might be dangerous, they’re more than
willing. They don’t need to be told. They’ll just do it because that’s the type of people we are
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here at Utah State, and so I think the university’s done a good job, too, at not forcing things on
people, but informing them. I think, you know, if you know how it’s going to impact somebody
else, you’re more likely to do what you’re expected to do or wanted to do.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic?

JM:

Let me see if I have anything else in my notes here. Those were the main things I had. Are there
any questions that I didn’t answer that you…?

TW:

No, I thought you did an outstanding job. I was curious about what the faculty and the students’
reactions were to the stickers and the social distancing and then the assigned seating.

JM:

Yeah.

TW:

Do you have any other things you’d like to…?

JM:

So I wasn’t actually in the rooms with the faculty or anything when that was done. I know that
Kevin Reeve and his team seemed to be pleased when they saw the response rate of those coming
in.

[50:06]
And I do think a lot of that had to do with individual faculty members and how much they
promoted it or didn’t promote it in their classroom. But I don’t know. I think most people saw it
as just, these are necessary steps that we need to take. I’m looking forward to when there’s no
stickers anywhere, no signs anywhere, and I think we’re about through the woods now.
TW:

Mr. Mortensen, I would like to thank you for taking the time this afternoon to discuss your
experiences with the Covid pandemic at USU [Utah State University].

JM:

You’re welcome.

[End recording – 1:01:32]
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